AT THE NIH

Complementary and Alternative
Medicine at the NIH The winter issue of the Complementary and Alternative Medicine at the NIH newsletter (Volume VIII, Number 1) describes the activities of the National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine (NCCAM). This issue summarizes a conference on the placebo effect and the last meeting of the Advisory Council, describes two new research centers, and clarifies whether the NCCAM provides referrals to CAM practitioners. The newsletter is found on the NCCAM's website (http://nccam.nih.gov), which was honored as one of the &dquo;100 Best Web Sites for 2001&dquo; by Yahoo! Internet Life. Specifically, it was cited for having the &dquo;Best Alternative Medical Information.&dquo; THE PLACEBO EFFECT Over 500 researchers and administrators attended a workshop in November, 2000, on &dquo;The Science of the Placebo: Toward an Interdisciplinary Research Agenda.&dquo; The placebo effect refers to &dquo;desirable physiological or psychological effects attributable to the use of inert medications&dquo; (NCCAM Newsletter: 1). This workshop, organized by the NCCAM and the National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases, examined a variety of issues, such as how the placebo effect varies across cultures and what ethical issues researchers need to resolve. Participants noted that CAM practitioners may elicit a greater placebo effect than physicians, given their more relaxing clinical setting and longer time spent with the patient. The interaction between patients and CAM practitioners can &dquo;evoke biological responses that can have a significant impact on an individual's feeling of well-being,&dquo; explained Anne Harrington, PhD, a professor in the Department for the History of Science at Harvard University (3). A summary of the conference will be submitted to the peer review process at the Annals of Internal Medicine. Background papers and recommendations will be available in book format through the British Medical Association (forthcoming in 2002). See http:/ /placebo.nih.gov for further information.
ADVISORY COUNCIL
The NCCAM Advisory Council met in November, 2000, to discuss a variety of issues. First, they discussed the new staff they are recruiting. For Institute of Aging or NIA) discussed several joint projects between the NCCAM and the NIA. One joint grant was awarded to the University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine in 1999 to evaluate the efficacy and safety of Ginkgo biloba for dementia. Third, the council approved a research initiative to examine herbs and a clinical trial to study the efficacy of vitamin C and traditional Chinese medicines with cancer. Finally, Dr. Straus (Director of the NCCAM) has announced the schedule of several lectures and town meetings to inform the public about the NCCAM's five-year strategic plan (discussed in the last update). The council meets approximately every three months.
NCCAM RESEARCH CENTERS
The NCCAM has awarded funding to two new specialized centers. Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine will examine whether cherries and soy products relieve pain associated with cancer, whether herbs can fight cancer cells, whether a mixture of Chinese herbs named PC SPES is effective against prostate cancer, and whether prayer prevents a recurrence of breast cancer in African American women. The University of Pennsylvania will study whether hyperbaric oxygen therapy (HBOT) assists patients with head and neck tumors before and after surgery.
FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
Individuals frequently ask whether the NCCAM makes referrals to CAM practitioners.
Since their mission is to research CAM, train CAM researchers, and disseminate information, they do not make referrals. Their advice is to consult your health care provider, locate national professional organizations, and visit their website (http:// nccam.nih.gov/nccam/fcp/faq/index.html).
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